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ABSTRACT 

A study requested by the U.S. Senate Committee on Indian 
Affairs examined tribal implementation of Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF) . Questionnaires were returned by TANF program directors in 34 
states and by 148 American Indian tribes. Meetings were conducted with tribal 
leaders, program officials, and TANF officials in five states, and 
representatives of American Indian organizations and federal officials were 
interviewed. Despite tribal efforts to stimulate economic development, 
unemployment and poverty rates on reservations remain high, and prospects for 
economic growth may be limited. Barriers to economic growth on reservations 
include geographic isolation and lack of education and job skills. The number 
of American Indian families receiving TANF assistance has declined 
significantly in recent years. However, on some reservations caseloads have 
remained the same or increased, and in some states American Indians represent 
a large and increasing proportion of the total TANF caseload. To date, 172 
tribes have designed and administered their own tribal TANF programs, which 
are allowed flexibility in program design. Rather than emphasizing job search 
and work, most programs encourage recipients to pursue education or training 
activities. Challenges in implementing tribal TANF programs include a lack of 
reliable data on the number of American Indian TANF recipients, lack of 
infrastructure support, and lack of experience and expertise in administering 
welfare programs. It is not yet clear whether the flexibility in program 
design provided to tribes will allow them to meet TANF goals given the 
economic circumstances on reservations. An appendix lists tribal TANF 
programs. (TD) 



Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made 
from the original document. 



United States General Accounting Office 






- GAO 



Testimony 



vo 

oo 



VO 



Q 



W 



Before the Committee on Indian Affairs, 
U.S. Senate 



For Release on Delivery 
Expected at 10:00 a.m. 
Friday, May 10, 2002 



WELFARE REFORM 



U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

Office ot Educational Research and Improvement 



EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION 
^ CENTER (ERIC) 



X 

C^nis doci 



document has been reproduced as 
received from the person or organization 



originating it. 

□ Minor changes have been made to improve 
reproduction quality 



o Points of view o' opinions staled i n this docu- 
ment do not necessarily represent official 
OERI position or policy 



Tribes Are Using TANF 
Flexibility To Establish 

Their Own Programs 



Statement of Cynthia M. Fagnoni, Managing Director 
Education, Workforce, and Income Security Issues 



LO 

CO 

<r\i 




UK COIFS' AVML4M 



GAO 



★ ★ * * 
★ ★ * ★ 


Ahhm mtflhilitu 'A IntAnritu 'A RpliAbilitv 


-d 


L_^MUUUUiiiaKJiiiiy nciiaumiy 



ft*ERJPO-02-695T 



2 



I 



Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee: 

Thank you for inviting me here today to discuss how American Indian 
families have fared under welfare reform. Recognizing the sovereignty of 
American Indian and Native Alaskan tribes, 1 the Congress included 1 
provisions in the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity ' 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) that give tribes the option to administer 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) programs either alone 
or as part of a consortium with other tribes rather than receiving benefits 
and services from state TANF programs. Because of the difficult economic 
circumstances on many reservations, the law also gives tribal TANF 
programs more flexibility than it gives to states to design their programs to 
meet TANF goals. To date, the secretary of Health and Human Services 
(HHS) has approved 36 tribal TANF programs, which serve over 170 tribes. 
These programs are still in the early stages of implementation; half of the 
programs have been operating for fewer than 3 years. 

My testimony today is based on the preliminary results of a study that was 
requested by you, Mr. Chairman, as well as Senators Baucus, Bingaman, 
Conrad, and Daschle. We expect to issue the report in August 2002. Today, 

I will focus on four key issues: (1) the economic conditions and the 
prospects for economic growth on reservations; 2 (2) how the number of 
American Indians receiving TANF assistance has changed in both state 
and tribal programs since the welfare reform law was enacted; (3) how 
tribes have used the flexibility in PRWORA in administering tribal TANF 
programs; and (4) challenges tribes face in implementing their tribal TANF 
programs. To obtain this information, we mailed a questionnaire to the 
TANF program directors in each of the 34 states where at least one 
federally recognized Indian tribe is based and to 370 federally recognized 
tribes, including the 36 tribal TANF programs (see appendix I). 3 We 
received responses, from all 34 states (100 percent) and from 148 of the 370 
tribes (40 percent). While this response rate is low, it is higher than that of 
other studies that have surveyed tribes, and we are satisfied that the 




1 In this statement, the term American Indians refers to both American Indians and Alaska 
Natives. 

2 In this statement, the term reservation refers to all types of tribally owned land. 

3 This also includes surveys sent to the presidents of 9 Alaska Native regional nonprofit 
corporations. PRWORA limits the entities in the state of Alaska that may operate a TANF 
program. The Metlakatla Indian Community of the Annette Islands Reserve and the 12 
Alaska Native regional nonprofits are the only eligible entities. 
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results can be used to provide information about the tribes that have 
responded. 4 We also met with tribal leaders and program officials of 12 
tribes in 5 states — Arizona, Idaho, Montana, North Dakota, and South 
Dakota — as well as state TANF officials in those states. Finally, we 
interviewed representatives of American Indian organizations, as well as 
federal officials from HHS’ Administration for Children and Families and 
the Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Indian Affairs (BLA). We 
conducted this review in accordance with generally accepted government 
auditing standards. 

In summary, tribes have used various strategies to stimulate, economic 
development; but despite these efforts, unemployment and poverty rates 
on reservations remain high, and prospects for economic growth may be 
limited. Nationally, the number of American Indian families receiving 
TANF assistance has declined significantly in recent years. However, on 
some reservations, caseloads have remained the same or increased and in 
some states American Indians represent a large and increasing proportion 
of the total TANF caseload. To date, 172 tribes, either alone or as part of a 
consortium, have used the flexibility in PRWORA to design and administer 
their own tribal TANF programs to meet TANF goals. However, tribes 
have faced a number of challenges in implementing tribal TANF programs. 
These include a lack of reliable data on the number of American Indian 
TANF recipients; a lack of existing infrastructure support, such as 
information systems; and a lack of experience and expertise in 
administering welfare programs. Tribes are still in the early stages of 
implementing their own programs, and it is not yet clear whether the 
flexibility in program design provided to tribal TANF programs will allow 
them to meet TANF goals given the economic circumstances on 
reservations. 



Background 



The Congress passed PRWORA in 1996, making sweeping changes to 
national welfare policy and placing new emphasis on the goal of work and 
persona] responsibility. The Congress recognized the unique economic 
hardship facing the 40 percent of American Indians living on reservations 
by exempting anyone living on reservations with high unemployment from 



4 Survey respondents did not respond to every question. In this statement, we generally 
report the number that provided a specific response in addition to the total number who 
provided any response to the question. 
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